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The research reported here utilised in depth interviews to investigate the contingent element of self-esteem and its 
underlying reasons in one Chinese individual living in a collectivist orientated culture. The results suggest this 
individual demonstrated some characteristics of contingent self-esteem. This may be attributed to such influences as: 
parents and significant others, educational experiences and the collectivist culture. It reveals a connection between a 
highly controlling parenting style and education in a collective culture and the development of the contingent part of 
self-esteem. Both positive and negative effects are identified in relation to the development of the contingent part of 
self-esteem. The interviewee is revealed as a person who has a strong sense of discipline, obligation and 
responsibility to his family and society, and who simultaneously experiences a substantial mental challenge and 
stress, due to constant external social comparisons and evaluations of self. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The main focus of this paper is on self-esteem. In the 
course of the last two decades, cross-cultural studies have 
investigated how people’s perceptions of themselves may 
differ in different cultures, particularly in collectivistic 
versus individualistic cultures. Scholars have generally 
accepted the view that the self-esteem of people from 
collectivist cultures has a more social or outer dimension, 
while that of people from individualistic cultures tend to 
have a more autonomous or inner dimension (Tafarodi, 
Swann & William, 1996). However, much of the past 
research has approached self-esteem in different cultures as 
if self-esteem is relatively stable. Self-esteem has been 
assessed at a given period in time, which precludes 
consideration of possible changes. These past studies did not 
consider the linkages between the outer/inner dimensions of 
self and the stability of self-esteem. Consequently, 
differences in people from different cultures, which may be 
affected by the stability of self-esteem and the self, have not 
been fully explained.  
This paper attempts to link the outer and inner 
dimensions of self with the fluctuations of self-esteem 
through a case study. The following research questions form 
the basis of this paper: Is contingent self-esteem recognised 
in the individual involved in this case study? How does 
contingent self-esteem influence some of the behaviour 
patterns in this individual? These questions are addressed 
through the case study, which illustrates the development 
and current manifestations of contingent self-esteem in one 
individual who grew up in a collectivist society. The case 
study is intended to foster greater understanding of some 
forms of human behaviour in the context of culture. 
 
Research Background 
 
Selected Theoretical Background to the Self-Esteem 
Research 
 
Self-esteem represents the evaluation and 
effective component of one’s self perception.” 
(Weiss, 1988, p. 88)  
 
According to self-determination theory, self-esteem 
consists of contingent self-esteem and unstable self-esteem 
as well as true self-esteem and stable self-esteem. 
“Contingent self-esteem refers to feelings about oneself that 
result from - are dependent on – matching some standard of 
excellence or living up to some interpersonal or 
intrapsychic expectation.” (Deci & Ryan, 1995, p. 32) The 
instability of self-esteem “refers to the magnitude of short-
term fluctuations that people experience in their 
contextually based feelings of self-worth.” (Greenier, 
Kernis & Waschull, 1995, p. 52) Normally contingent self-
esteem leads to unstable self-esteem because people attempt 
to perform according to external standards and expectations 
set by society. Their feelings about themselves will 
fluctuate according to their success or failure in matching 
the expectations. This causes recurring instability of an 
individual’s self-esteem. 
A high level of contingent self-esteem produces a kind of 
aggrandisement of oneself associated with being ego-
involved in some types of outcomes and dutifully achieving 
them. Often, contingent self-esteem involves social 
comparison. One has to live up to externally imposed criteria 
to feel worthy. Consequently the degree of self-esteem is in 
proportion to the extent to which one measures up relative to 
others. The operation of such social comparison ensures that 
contingent self-esteem will be a powerful motivator (Deci & 
Ryan, 1995). 
People with contingent self-esteem have heightened ego 
involvement, feel highly insecure and are especially 
sensitive to the self-esteem threatening qualities of aversive 
events. They are more likely to react with anger and 
aggression when confronted with such events. They attempt 
to impress others with their superiority, yet demonstrate 
through their behaviour and emotional reactions that they are 
defensive, insecure and lacking in confidence (Greenier, et 
al, 1995). 
In contrast, “true self-esteem is more stable, more 
securely based in a solid sense of self. His/her worth does 
not need to be continually put to the test, so he/she will not 
typically be engaged in a constant process of self-
evaluation.” (Deci & Ryan, 1995, p. 32). 
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With a high level of true self-esteem, there is a more 
secure sense of self. The insidious and internalised 
requirements of fulfilling significant others’ expectations are 
not the basis of one’s feelings of self-worth. Such people do 
not feel aggrandised and superior when they succeed, or 
depressed and worthless when they fail. Their feelings of 
self-worth do not fluctuate as a function of those 
accomplishments (Deci & Ryan, 1995). 
 
Cross-Cultural Self-Esteem Research 
 
Some researchers have investigated self-esteem in 
different cultures, in particular the differences in self-esteem 
between people from collectivistic cultures and from 
individualistic cultures. Several studies have compared 
people (mainly students) from China (including Hong Kong 
and Taiwan) and Japan with Americans (Bond & Cheung, 
1983; Chiu, 1993; Page & Cheng, 1992; Stigler, Smith & 
Mao, 1985; White & Chan, 1983). The results generally 
showed lower self-esteem scores for people from collectivist 
cultures. However, these results are open to different 
interpretations. Generally people from collectivist cultures 
greatly value modesty, which may well have influenced 
answers to and outcomes of these assessments. In addition, 
people from individualistic cultures developed the research 
instruments. Such highly westernized instruments may not 
be appropriate for the assessment of people from collectivist 
cultures. 
More recently research has investigated differences 
between collective self-esteem and personal self-esteem (De 
Cremer & Oosterwegel, 2000; Kao & Nagata, 1997; Sato & 
Cameron, 1999). Instruments were developed to measure 
collective self-esteem (De Cremer, Van Vugt & Sharp, 
1999). Tafarodi and his colleagues tested their so-called 
‘cultural trade-off’ hypothesis: people from collectivist 
cultures were higher in self-liking and lower in self-
competence than their western counterparts. The research 
compared Chinese with Americans, (Tafarodi, et al, 1996) 
and Malaysians with British people (Tafarodi & Lang, 
1999). The scores for self-liking (more social or outer 
dimension of self-esteem) and self-competence (more 
autonomous or inner dimension of self-esteem) were 
compared. Results supported the hypothesis that type of 
culture was associated with differences in self-liking and 
self-esteem.  
In general, it has been widely accepted that the self in 
collectivist cultures is enmeshed and conceptualized, so that 
self-esteem is interdependent and based on external 
evaluation. The self in individualistic cultures is self-
contained, isolated and clearly bounded. Self-esteem is 
independent and more internally evaluated (Tafarodi & 
Lang, 1999). These studies have contributed greatly to the 
understanding of the self in relation to others (particularly 
significant others) in different cultures. However, previous 
cross-cultural research into self-esteem has assumed that 
self-esteem is relatively stable and has thus failed to consider 
the possibly labile dimension of self-esteem. All instruments 
have assessed a person’s self-esteem as a snapshot; no data 
concerning the changes to an individual’s self-esteem are 
available. This creates difficulties for a full understanding of 
individual behaviours at different periods in time. Why can 
the same person become depressed or happy during different 
periods of his/her life? Why do people sometimes become 
angry and defensive, yet on other occasions can be kind and 
generous? Research is needed to investigate both the internal 
and external evaluation of the self, together with fluctuations 
in self-esteem. The current research was designed to begin 
this task.  
 
Method 
 
Subject 
 
One male individual living in Tianjin, China was selected 
as the subject of this case study due to his availability and 
willingness to participate in the study. A further description 
of the subject is detailed in section 4.1. It was decided to do 
an extended case study of only one individual in order to test 
if contingent self esteem was exhibited, and to attempt to 
trace some of the ways in which it both developed, and 
affected the individual’s behaviour.   
 
Process 
 
Semi-structured open-ended interviews were chosen as 
the main research instrument, in order to observe to obtain 
detailed information about the individual. Two such 
interviews were conducted with the subject. The first 
interview focused on his work situation, including his work 
history, responsibilities, performances, feedback given by 
his employer and his reactions. The second interview 
focused on his experiences and feedback given in his 
childhood and education and his views on the influence of 
these experiences on how he sees himself as a person. Each 
interview lasted approximately 1 hour. Another three semi-
structured open-ended interviews, each lasting 
approximately 45 minutes, were conducted with the 
subject’s mother. These interviews focused on his mother’s 
view of the development of the subject. Questions 
investigated the course of the subject’s childhood, what were 
and are his typical behaviours, and possible reasons for 
these. She asked about what feedback he was normally given 
when he was a child, adolescent, youth and adult. The 
interviews were recorded on audiotapes, with the 
interviewees’ permission. 
 
Results and Discussion 
 
An Introduction to the Subject, Wei, and his Family 
 
Wei is 45 years old. He was born into an academic 
family in a municipality in China. His father was a professor 
at a university. His mother was a principal of a primary 
school. He is the first child of the family and has one 
younger sister. His grandmother (father’s mother) also lived 
with Wei’s family. Wei was a very intelligent child. He had 
an outstanding memory and sound ability in comprehension. 
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He normally finished in the front ranks in his class in all 
areas of academic examinations, particularly in mathematics. 
However, Wei’s education was interrupted by the Cultural 
Revolution when he was in grade four. His later years of 
schooling were 2 hours a day and focused on criticising the 
‘Anti-Capitalist Roaders’. The Cultural Revolution affected 
all schools and universities in China. Very few formal 
classes and lectures were conducted on academic subjects 
between 1966-1970. Young high school graduates were sent 
to the country to gain ‘re-education’. Worrying about Wei’s 
future, his father tried to develop his interest and skills in 
electronic appliances. From the start of the Cultural 
Revolution, he encouraged Wei to make radios as a hobby 
for his family and close relatives. His leisure time was 
largely occupied by the radio-making activities during the 
first few years of the Cultural Revolution. 
In 1970, at the age of 15, he was assigned a job in a state 
owned factory. His parents were very pleased because he 
was able to avoid going to the countryside for re-education. 
Because of his interest and skills in electronic appliances, he 
became an apprentice in the factory’s department of 
electrical maintenance. Later he became an electrical 
engineer in the factory. In 1977, universities in China were 
re-opened to the public to recruit students regardless of their 
age and family background. His father encouraged him to 
attend the university entry examinations in 1980. Wei was 
admitted to undertake his undergraduate diploma at the 
Chinese Television University. He enjoyed the course and 
gained his formal qualification after three years of study. He 
married a fellow factory worker in 1982 and had a daughter 
in 1984. They lived with his parents until his father died in 
1996, and his mother went overseas in 2000.  
In 1994, the state-owned enterprise (SOE) where he 
worked was not doing well financially. Compared with the 
workers in joint ventures (JVs) and wholly owned foreign 
enterprises (WOFEs), he brought home very little money to 
support his family. His father encouraged him to discard his 
‘iron rice bowl’ mentality and to find a job in a WOFE. 
After 24 years in a SOE, with a comfortable lifestyle, he was 
interviewed for a position of electrical engineer in a 
Taiwanese WOFE. He was successful in his application due 
to his extensive work experience and some qualifications. In 
this company he was promoted very quickly to chief 
engineer responsible for all electrical and water supply 
projects in the new factories constructed by this company. 
He was often involved in the construction of factories in 
other cities away from home and earned a good income 
when compared with his friends and relatives. He was very 
proud of himself. 
According to his mother, Wei is generally a happy 
person. He is a devoted family man who had good moral and 
social standards for himself, his work, his family and his 
society. He often sacrifices himself for the welfare of the 
family. He is generous and willing to help other people. He 
and his wife provided full care for his grandmother during 
her final year. He also nursed his father during his last 60 
days. He is well respected by many people. However, his 
mood is not always stable and it fluctuates according to the 
day-to-day events around him at work and home. He likes to 
talk about his good characteristics and deeds. Although he is 
well known for his humour, he can be sarcastic and 
sometimes embarrasses other people. His mother related 
examples:  
Wei has upset some people because of his inappropriate 
way of expressing his opinion. He has a lot of trouble 
accepting criticism, regardless from whom. When his 
Taiwanese boss criticised some of the construction work he 
did, he responded by saying his work was good. The 
Taiwanese boss continued to tell him what should be done 
with stronger words. He went home with great anger and 
stress. This situation happened many times. It affected his 
food intake and other people’s mood at home. When Wei 
was asked why he was so angry when the boss criticised 
him, he replied:  
 
I just felt that I looked stupid in front of my 
fellow staff, particularly the workers. It really 
made me lose face in front of other people. It 
appeared that I did not know what I was doing. 
But I know a lot more than he does. He just 
likes certain things and dislikes others 
according to Fengshui. What I did may not be 
good for his Fengshui, he would say the job 
was bad. How am I going to tell the other 
people what to do with the job tomorrow after 
he made me lose face in front of them?  
 
Wei also had problems with another Taiwanese acting 
director because he argued over several technical issues. Wei 
insisted that he was right on all issues. The job should be 
done by his way. Later the acting director cut his bonus by 
2000 yuan. Two years after the event he was still talking 
about the acting director with great anger.  
It appears from the above description that Wei’s 
behaviour is defensive, as seen in his strong reaction to 
criticism. He prefers to be perceived as not making mistakes. 
His mood can change quickly in response to people’s 
negative evaluation of his work. 
According to Greenier, Swann and William (1995) 
people with contingent self-esteem are especially sensitive to 
self-esteem threatening events such as criticism because 
their feelings of self are associated with heightened ego 
involvement and feelings of insecurity. They are more likely 
to react with anger when confronted with such events. 
Further, as contingent self-esteem is highly unstable, the 
person with some of this element of self-esteem may 
experience fluctuations in feelings of self-worth. As a 
consequence, fluctuations in mood may be demonstrated. 
Wei’s sensitivity and resistance to criticism and fluctuations 
in mood as a reaction to negative feedback suggests that he 
has demonstrated some contingent self-esteem 
characteristics. However, how did these characteristics 
evolve? His childhood experiences, education and cultural 
environment may provide an insight into understanding his 
behaviour.  
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Wei’s Childhood Experiences 
 
Because Wei was the only male child of the family, his 
grandmother who had very strong feudal ideas ‘regarding 
men as superior to women’ spoiled him. Most of his pre-
school years Wei was kept at home and looked after by his 
grandmother. For the safety of the only male child of the 
family, his grandmother limited his play area to the upstairs 
of the house. He was not encouraged to play with other 
children, as she was concerned about possible fights and 
bullying. When he was too old to remain at home, he went to 
kindergarten and later school. However, he appeared to have 
low social skills and few friends. Since the start of the 
Cultural Revolution when he was 11, he had been kept at 
home to make his radios and did not play with other children 
very often. 
His grandmother, reinforcing the idea that he was the 
most important person in the family, gave him constant 
feedback. He was the hope of the family. He was given 
better quality and larger amounts of food than his younger 
sister during the many years of food shortages in China. He 
did not do any household chores: his younger sister did 
everything. If, as very often happened, he had a fight with 
his younger sister, his grandmother joined in and abused the 
girl regardless of who was at fault. He learned from his 
grandmother to bully his younger sister by putting her down. 
The feedback from his grandmother was that everything he 
did was correct and linked with being a good boy.  
However, his parents had a different view of his 
discipline to his grandmother. One day, when he was about 6 
years old, he went shopping with his mother. Wei asked her 
to buy certain food for him, but she refused. He became 
upset with his mother. She responded strongly: “you are 
detestable, I don’t want you any more,” and she walked 
away from him. He thought he would be abandoned, so he 
ran and managed to grab his mother’s skirt. Then his mother 
accepted him and bought him something else to eat. A few 
years after this event he still felt he was really lucky to be 
able to get hold of his mother’s skirt, otherwise he would 
have been abandoned. Further, when he was 8 years old, he 
had a fight with a neighbour’s daughter and broke the skin 
on her head. Wei’s father was very angry and punished him, 
beating him with a thick stick. These events created a feeling 
of insecurity for him at home. He said:  
 
During those days I felt that mum and dad’s 
love could be withdrawn. I had to behave well 
to be a good boy, and then they would love me. 
If I did something wrong, they would say I was 
a bad boy and hit me badly or threatened to 
abandon me. Certainly they did not do it very 
often; once or twice was enough to make me 
understand the consequences. I really had to do 
what they said.     
 
When he was asked was his grandmother’s love 
conditional, he answered:  
 
Of course, she loved me because I am a male. 
If I had been a girl, she would have treated me 
as she did my younger sister. She wanted me to 
carry the family name down from generation to 
generation. When my daughter was born, she 
was so upset because the baby was not a boy. 
She did not talk to us for many days. She kept 
saying that someone ‘que de’ (lack of virtue) 
and we receive this payback.   
 
So what did he have to do to make himself feel secure?  
 
I just have to behave myself. I knew their 
likes and dislikes. I avoided fights with other 
children and did my school work well. Dad 
liked me to stay at home and make radios. 
When I did that he was happy and I was 
happy too. 
 
Wei’s childhood experiences appeared to be highly 
controlled in the interest of safety and discipline. He was 
discouraged from engaging in independent, active and 
exploratory activities that suited his age. The feedback he 
received focused on control. He did not feel very secure at 
home and perceived love from significant others as 
conditional. According to his mother, it was for disciplinary 
reasons that the parents did not want him to feel very secure. 
He could then misbehave. He needed to be punished if he 
was disruptive, even though in his parents’ heart their love 
was truly unconditional. There was also a clear indication 
that the evaluation of his behaviours was linked to the 
overall value of him as a person.   
Previous research has demonstrated that early childhood 
experiences that involve substantial amounts of controlling 
feedback from parents, teachers and other significant others 
are likely to promote the development of contingent, 
unstable self-esteem. The essence of this form of controlling 
feedback is that it is not under the child’s control. The child 
is forced to think, feel or behave in a specific way that is 
under the control of the adult, not the child. As a 
consequence of such felt pressure, the child’s actions and 
internal states become governed primarily by specific 
contingencies, rather than by an awareness of his/her 
organism needs and the desire to fulfil them. It may prevent 
the child from achieving a clear understanding and 
appreciation of his/her own capabilities and limitations 
(Greenier, et al, 1995). In Wei’s case, he felt he had to obey 
his parents’ and grandmother’s orders and match up to their 
expectations. As a `good boy’, he was dependent on his 
‘performances’. Over time, Wei’s success or failure at 
navigating the good boy image most likely contributed to his 
feelings of overall self-worth that fluctuated in turn with 
performance contingency. This contributes to the 
development of unstable, contingent self feelings - a 
contingent part of self-esteem that is “ dependent on 
matching some standard of excellence or living up to some 
interpersonal or intrapsychic expectation” (Deci & Ryan, 
1995). His self-esteem is more likely to fluctuate as a 
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function of specific evaluative information on a particular 
behaviour.  
 
Wei’s School Experiences  
 
When talking about Wei’s schooling, his mother said: 
 
Children in Wei’s school were required to sit 
quietly with a straight body, hands behind their 
backs, feet and legs together beside each other. 
Wei did not like doing this. He was very clever 
and understood the learning content very 
quickly. After he understood, he started to do 
his own things, but did not interrupt the class. 
His teacher would say to him ‘Wei, don’t do 
your own thing, pay attention to the class’. We 
often said the same thing before he went to 
school.  
 
However, Wei was an upper level student. Some children 
were quite disruptive in the class. Most of the ‘naughty’ 
children did not like school and a few came from a lower 
socio-economic background. Wei observed them being 
criticised in class. They were compared with good students 
to demonstrate how big a gap they had to catch up. 
Sometimes they were sent to the principal’s office and 
parents were called. Some were beaten at home as they were 
naughty at school. At the middle and end of each semester, 
academic records were published. Results were ranked with 
children’s names attached. Although Wei did not need to 
work very hard, he usually finished in the first 5-6 in the 
class. He was proud of his achievement: “Other people 
worked a lot harder but they only received a few more marks 
than me. If I had been more careful with my answers, I 
would have achieved better results than them.” He was fully 
aware of his intelligence, based on other people’s comments 
and his own horizontal comparisons. Although his formal 
education stopped at grade four, four years were enough to 
give him an understanding of who he was academically, 
through comparison with other children. He established his 
feelings of superiority through his school experiences.  
Wei’s school experiences provided him with a feeling of 
confidence - a true part of self-esteem supported by his 
ability. However, further controlling feedback from school 
such as comparison of children and the imposition of strong 
external disciplinary standards developed his understanding 
of the external expectation as to who he should be and how 
he should behave. The message he was given at school was 
to “be good academically, not to interrupt the classes and not 
to fight with classmates”. He was then viewed as a good 
boy. At Wei’s school there were strict academic and social 
disciplinary standards. He was constantly evaluated and 
compared against the standard. His and other children’s 
behaviours were further linked with their self-worth as 
people. Constant social comparisons were established 
between children. Contingent self-esteem consists of the 
feelings about oneself depending on how one matches up to 
a standard of excellence and lives up to interpersonal 
expectations. It is also closely associated with social 
comparisons and connections between particular behaviour 
and overall feelings of self-worth; Wei’s school experiences 
developed the contingent part of his self-esteem. At the same 
time his true self-esteem was also established, based on his 
true ability. 
 
Collectivist Cultural Influences  
 
China has been categorised as having a collective-
orientated culture (Ho & Chiu, 1994; Kim, 1994). In China 
there are normally close interpersonal relationships within 
the extended family. Wei’s family was no exception. Wei’s 
father paid special attention to his children’s development. 
Wei remembered that his dad normally discussed the school 
day with him over the dinner table. He would tell his father 
what happened at school, who received what marks, who 
were the best students and who misbehaved today. His dad 
would make comments on the latter children. They made 
comparisons as to who was good and who was bad. His dad 
had clear preferences regarding those he should be a friend 
with. The whole family often commented on neighbours’ 
children and their parents in a similar way. 
These experiences reinforced Wei’s evaluation of others 
at school. He learned how to evaluate others’ overall 
personal worth based on one or two of their observed 
behaviours. By the same token, Wei also believed that other 
people evaluated his behaviour. He was conscious of how 
quickly things could change should he engage in bad 
behaviour - many people would see him as a bad boy. He did 
not like this situation and continues not to like it today. 
Perceived public criticism hurts his heart. He adopted the 
values and beliefs of his parents and teachers. For example, 
study well at school, do not make trouble, do everything the 
way adults suggest and the end result will be success at 
school and in life. In this way, Wei grew to manhood. Like 
his father and mother, he wished to be seen as a good man, 
respectful of older people and authorities, to be generous to 
other people, to work hard, to be honest, reliable, and 
trustworthy and to try to be perfect as well. He understood 
that these were the expectations he needed to match up to in 
order to be a good young man in his social environment.  
When his father encouraged him to undertake a tertiary 
education, he accepted this immediately as this was 
perceived to be of great value. In China, an important social 
value is to obtain a good education with an aim to improve 
social and economic status in the future. He could not be left 
behind because other people would look down upon him. He 
therefore studied independently for the next two years, 
beginning at his grade four level. He finally was admitted to 
a tertiary institution. He was proud of himself and often 
talked at home about how good he was at the university 
compared with other students. He graduated with high marks 
in most subjects. 
When his state-owned factory was not making money, 
his income was low compared with people working in JVs 
and WOFEs. His father felt for Wei, believing his financial 
returns were not commensurate with his abilities. Wei too 
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felt disappointment. He understood that he had a reasonably 
comfortable life compared with most other Chinese families, 
but this was due to his parents’ incomes. They were still 
helping him financially. However, he knew he had to make 
his own career in order to achieve self-respect. He accepted 
his father’s advice, broke his ‘iron rice bowl’ mentality and 
eventually became chief engineer in a WOFE. He made 
better money than many of his relatives and comrades from 
his old factory. He talks with pride of his successful 
interview, his promotion, his responsibility and the key role 
he plays in the company. These experiences make him feel 
competent as a man according to the prevailing social and 
cultural values.  
Wei’s experiences appear to support and substantiate past 
research that identified, that in collectivist societies, duties 
and obligations of individuals are prescribed by roles. The 
nature of self is fluid, embedded, interdependent, situated, 
particularistic and self is evaluated in the form of a lower 
self versus a higher self which is set up according to the 
social role, group and family expectations (Kim, Triandis, 
Kagitcibasi, Choi & Yoon, 1994). From Wei’s experiences 
at home, school and in the society, the collectivist cultural 
influence has implanted a social standard into his self-
system. He has developed a pattern of thinking with which 
he evaluates himself according to the social standard and 
other people’s values. Studying at university and working in 
a WOFE were the expectations he was required to meet. Wei 
worked hard and successfully met the challenges and 
fulfilled the expectations. 
However, according to self-determination theory, when 
people are socialised in an environment that makes their 
esteem contingent on living up to certain social standards, 
the individuals may feel forced to give up autonomy and a 
true sense of self, while taking on a socially implanted self. 
When people are pressured to meet others’ standards and are 
apparently loved only for matching these standards, the 
feeling about the self fluctuates with the individual 
performances in uncontrollable external events (Deci & 
Ryan, 1995). In Wei’s case, his successful performances and 
matching up to the social standards have clearly boosted the 
contingent part of his self-esteem. This makes him feel 
worthy as a man. However, this very contingency also 
makes his self esteem vulnerable to criticism and thus 
unstable, depending on external situations. 
 
Understanding Some of Wei’s Behaviours 
 
As outlined in the introduction to Wei and his family, 
Wei likes to speak well of himself, but reacts strongly to 
criticism with argument and expressed anger. Sometimes he 
would be sarcastic and ridicule other people. This behaviour 
links to the contingent part of his self-esteem. From Wei’s 
childhood, school experiences, work and social interaction, 
he has developed a socially implanted standard for who he 
should be. Constant horizontal comparisons between himself 
others provide indications of how well he is doing. These 
comparisons may also provide feelings of inferiority and 
uneasiness if someone else is doing better than he is, or if he 
fails to fulfil his family’s expectation. To avoid these 
uncomfortable feelings, he likes to tell good things about 
himself. People normally listen and give positive feedback. 
This process makes him feel good about himself as a person. 
He consequently keeps doing this to rehearse the nice 
feelings and boost his contingent self-esteem. In contrast, he 
does not like to be criticised about anything. The feedback 
during his childhood and school provided him with strong 
links between particular events and his sense of self-worth as 
a person. Good behaviour was linked to being a good boy, 
bad behaviour linked to being a bad boy. This permanent 
linkage means that he automatically links people’s criticism 
of a particular matter or job that he did with his overall sense 
of value as a person. He views himself as having low self-
worth whenever there are negative comments. His 
contingent self-esteem goes down with the criticism. It hurts 
deeply. He therefore needs to fight back by reacting 
strongly, finding every possible reason to demonstrate that 
he was correct or did not make any mistakes. These 
reactions normally stop the criticism and prevent further 
lowering of his contingent self-esteem. Transferring his bad 
mood to other people or putting them down is another way 
of making him feel better. According to Deci and Ryan 
(1995), one important method of boosting a person’s 
contingent self-esteem and warding off negative feelings is 
to externalise, or assign blame to others. Anger and hostility 
can serve to reduce negative self-esteem.  
The analysis above provides a basis for understanding 
some of Wei ‘s behaviours. These behaviours attempt to 
maintain a balanced sense of self. To Wei, they are defensive 
measures. As described before, Wei is a very good person 
according to the views of members of his family and friends. 
His parents’ discipline, his education and his social and 
cultural environment have contributed greatly to his 
development as a hard working, morally and socially 
responsible person. However, the way Wei interprets 
negative events contributes to most of his stress and 
sometimes pain. He may not have experienced this stress and 
pain if his behaviour had not been linked with his overall 
value as a person when he was a child, and if he had not 
been evaluated according to external social expectations. 
This consequence was never the intention of Wei’s parents, 
his teachers and other the people who liked him. Both he and 
his family ultimately have to endure the consequent stress 
and pain. Today, Wei’s position in the WOFE is highly 
unstable. The company was closing down at the time of 
interview. How can he sustain his contingent self-esteem if 
he does not have good employment? At his age, it is very 
difficult to find similar work and thus to ensure that he 
maintains his sense of competence. A lowering of contingent 
self-esteem may well produce negative feelings about 
himself and possibly even damage his health. Research 
clearly indicates that contingent self-esteem is associated 
with poor mental health and well being (Deci & Ryan, 
1995). 
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Conclusion 
 
It would appear from the interviews that some of Wei’s 
behaviours and perceptions demonstrate some characteristics 
of the contingent part of self-esteem. His contingent part of 
self-esteem was developed in several different ways: 
controlling feedback to set up social expectations/standards; 
the link between a particular behaviour and self-worth as a 
person; and the horizontal comparisons used to stimulate 
him to match up to implanted social expectations/standards. 
It appears as if his childhood experiences, education and 
collectivist cultural environment played an important role in 
the development of the contingent part of self-esteem, at the 
same time nurturing him as a hard-working, disciplined, 
morally and socially responsible person.  
The parenting style, education and cultural environment 
Wei experienced had dual effects. On the one hand Wei 
developed as an individual who contributes positively to 
society and family; on the other hand Wei experiences some 
stress and pain when he perceives that he has not matched up 
to external expectations. The core aim of the three main 
influences on Wei - parents, education and collectivist 
culture - was to form Wei as an individual who would 
benefit both society and family. He would learn to enjoy his 
achievements and virtues, as well as learn to endure the 
stress and pain of life. Expectations continue to play an 
important role in ensuring he endeavours to match family 
and social standards and to achieve and maintain the status 
of a worthy man. Some of his behaviours, such as his 
defensive attitude and anger when he encounters negative 
comments, are more easily understood as a protective 
measure for sustaining his contingent self-esteem.  
This paper only deals with one case study. All 
individuals are different and their pathways through 
childhood, education and social interaction differ greatly. 
Therefore, the conclusions derived from this case study 
cannot be generalised to other individuals. However, it does 
raise significant issues about the impact of socialisation and 
the cultural content of raising children. Individualistic 
cultures stress the autonomy of the self. We can infer from 
this that an individual’s contingent self-esteem in such a 
society is largely dependent on the development and 
application of inner-based standards. As demonstrated in this 
case study, it is possible that in a collectivist culture, the 
individual internalises outer standards in such a way that 
their self-evaluation remains largely contingent on the values 
inculcated about one’s position and worth. These in turn 
depend on how one matches up to others’ expectations and 
performances. Some behaviour can be explained as an 
attempt to maintain this internally defined image of a `good’ 
person, in order to sustain feelings of self-worth. Future 
research can fruitfully investigate the instability of self-
esteem, the circumstances in which this occurs, and patterns 
within particular cultures. 
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